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AN EARLY ACCOUNT OF DIGHTON ROCK 
By DAVID I. BUSHNELL, Jr 

Among various manuscripts once belonging to the Royal So- 
ciety, but now preserved in the British Museum, the writer found 
the following communications made in reference to the " inscription " 
on Dighton Rock, Taunton river, Massachusetts, and also several 
drawings of the markings. Although the figures have been repro- 
duced by several writers * we are unable to find that the letters have 
ever been printed, and as they contain some rather interesting notes 
they are now given in full. 

The first letter (Add. MS. 6402, fol. 106 et seq.) reads thus : 

"N. E. CAMBS. 

Dec. 8 th 1730 

' ' I have according to the desire of some of the Members of the Hon bl 
the Roy 1 Society which you mentioned to me in your last, examined the 
remarkable Inscription on the Rock in Taunton River described in the 
Phil. Trans. No 339 pa 73 and herewith send a view of as much of it 
as I could then possibly take, N° 1. ABCDE- represent the face 
thereof being a plane nearly perpendicular to the Horizon looking N 6 W, 
in length from BtoD- 11 J feet and in Depth from C to E • 4^ feet. 
This seems to have been left by Nature very smooth & is certainly in its 
subtance very uniform, compact & durable. 

' ' B • G • D • represents the Surface of the Water at the time of Observa- 
tion. I am informed that at some extrordinary Tides the Water ebbs 
below the Rock & some of undoubtible veracity belonging to the town 
assured me that the river has been constantly encroaching on that part of 
the Beach so as to waste the adjacent Lands which since the memory of 
many alive is something more distant from the Rock than formerly, tho' 
now but a few feit and that there are the like figures for some feit under 
A • E • which is the present surface of the Beach. 

" In determining the characters or Figures I found some difficulty for 
the Indentures are not at present very considerable nor I think equally 
deep which put me upon the following Rule : vize, Carefully to trace out 

1 Garrick Mallery, Picture- Writing of the North American Indians, Tenth Annual 
Report of the Bureau of Ethnology, p. 762 and pi. Liv. 

AM. ANTH., N. S., IO-I7. ^I 
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and Chalk all such places and those only which I believed were real 
Indentures, and in this part I desired the Revisal & assistance of the 
Rev d . W. Fisher & others. Many places were passed over which did not 
seem to be indented, as to the Eye, tho' remarkably discolor' d, by some 
adherent matter in corresponding figures to the rest. I thought it more 
advisable to give such parts of these Characters as were real, that thereby 
the whole might be obtain' d; than to run the rieq of a conjectural Dis- 
cription which would certainly endanger the discovery of many parts, 
and for this reason I must also note that the figures are not at all so well 
defined as I have expressed them, the Bounds being scarcely perceivable 
in some of them. The Stroake also may be something, tho' very little 
broader ; their Direction being what I cheifly aimed at. Time is sup- 
posed gradually to have impair' d them and one of Advanced Years in the 
Town told me he was sensible of some Alteration since his Memory and 
for this reason I have also sent you No. II which is a Draught of some 
parts of this Inscription taken by the Rev? M. r Danforth 1680. This 
Gentleman observes with relation to it, that there was a Tradition current 
among the eldest Indians ; ' That there came a wooden house (and men 
of another Country in it) swimming up the River Assoonet (as it was 
then called) who fought the Indians with mighty Success &c.' This I 
think evidently shews that this Monument was esteemed by the oldest 
Indians not only very antique, but a work of a different Nature from any 
of Theirs'. It may not be improper to add here that this place was one 
of the most considerable Seats of Indians in this part of the world, and 
the River remarkable for all sorts of Fowls & Fish. 

"After this description you may expect an Account of the Sentiments 
of some among us relating to this Inscription. Such as look upon it as 
the work of the Nature are little acquainted with her Operations and have 
made but a cursory Observation hereof. Two opinions prevail most. 

"i 8 . 1 That these figures are the undesigning and artless Impressions of 
some of the Natives out of mere curiosity or for some particular use. 
2 nd That they are a Memorial in proper Sculpture of some remarkable 
Transactions or accident. 

" That they are not the effects of mere Curiosity I think is very evi- 
dent for I s . 1 The Natives of this country were altogether ignorant of Sculp- 
ture and thense of Iron. And tho' they had some Stone Instruments none 
that ever I have seen are Capaple (in much better hands than theirs) of 
forming so accurate an Inscription and if they were, 2 nd it is highly prob- 
able there would have been in the Neighbourhood or in some other parts 
of New England other sketches of the same or a like Nature & Regu- 
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larity which cannot be pretended. 3 r . d One would think thier Curiosity- 
would have lead them to the Representation of Birds, Beasts, Fishes, 
Trees &c which we have since found to be their prevailing Genius & not 
to figures quite different from the Objects of their Senses. 4^ They were 
a Nation too idle & irresolute for a work of so much industry & apparent 
Design. 

"Some think these Sculptures were of particular use to the Indians 
in sharpening the Heads of thier arrows, their Axex &c, or at least that 
they were first formed by such means. This is obviated by two Consider- 
ations. i s } that there are no more (as I can yet hear) of such indented 
Rocks. If this was their usual Custom we should find these traces and 
Indentures very probably on many Rocks of the same nature as this and 
if it was political (a customary preparation to confirm & encourage one 
another in thier Intention or prosecution of War) no doubt but kindred 
& confederate Tribes would have had their respective Standards, But 
2 n . dl The figures are too regular & uniform to comport with such an 
Occasion. 

"And this brings me to the second opinion, viz. That these Fig- 
ures are a Memorial in proper Sculpture of some remarkable Transaction 
or Accident which appears from the great Numbers thereof, from the like- 
ness of several, from the Parallelism & Conformity of the Stroakes one 
with another in each, from the Circumstances of the Rock and Place 
which are very proper for such a design and from the equal Irregularity 
of some of the Oriental Characters &c. But for the farther Discovery of 
this our Hopes being placed upon the extraordinary Skill & Ingenuity of 
Mf La Croze in the Alphabet both antient & modern of the Oriental 
Tongues it is with pleasure I now take leave of this subject. 

"If it should be thought proper to prosecute the Subject any farther 
I will endeavor to transmit unto the Society a large view of the whole In- 
scription with an Ace! of some other Sculptures which probably were the 
work of some modern Indians. And this I esteem but a just Debt to that 
Illustrious Body who have improved in so eminent a manner every Branch 
of human Literature. 

I am Sir 

Isaac Greenwood 

Hollesian Professor at 
N. Cambridge. 

"Some take this Inscription to be Hieroglyphical, thinking N°. 2 the 
first figure represents a ship without Masts and a mere Wreck cast upon 
the Shoals. The second representing a Head of Land possibly a Cape 
with a Peninsular, Hence a Gulf, (this according to M r . Danforth." 
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Evidently the foregoing letter was greatly delayed in reaching 
London, as in all probability it was the one referred to in the fol- 
lowing note, found in MS. Vol. 4432, British Museum : 

"N.'E.Camb. 

April 28. 1732. 
" Hon Sir. 

1 i I perceive by Yours that a Packet I sent to you upwards of a Year 
since miscarried in w c .^ was an Answer to your Request relating to y? In- 
scription on y? Rock at Taunton. I am loth by this First Opportunity to 
omit sending a Coppy thereof. And with Thanks to you for your Favour 
I am with all due Respect 

Your Oblig'd Humble Servt 

J. Greenwood. 

"If it should be thought proper to make it public I should be glad 
you'l would see that y? title Hollisian be placed before Profess, of y? 
Mathematicks and Philosophy at Camb. N • E • . 

"Please to excuse my Brevity for I am but just now informed that y? 
vessel is immediately to sail. 
" For M. r John Evanses. 

Fellow of the Royal Society 
London." 
Washington, D. C. 



